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A struggle over the presidency of the Legislative Assembly has outraged major opposition party
Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN), widened a split within the governing party,
and raised the specter of ungovernability. The FMLN gained the edge over the governing Alianza
Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA) by winning 31 of the Assembly's 84 seats in the March 12
elections (see NotiCen, 2000-03-16). The victory gave the FMLN a plurality though not a majority,
and persuaded the party that it should have the presidency of the Assembly.

Governing party, allies change the rules on presidency
Instead, on May 1, the 29 ARENA deputies teamed up with the 14 deputies from the Partido de
Conciliacion Nacional (PCN) and the six deputies of the Partido Democrata Cristiano (PDC) to elect
PCN Deputy Ciro Cruz Zepeda to the post after bitter accusations from the FMLN that ARENA had
used illegal tactics. The ARENA-PCN alliance was expected. What was unexpected was the tiny
PDC's assistance to ARENA to block FMLN access to the presidency.
The PDC was widely expected to ally with the FMLN in the current session, but instead offered
a resolution in late April to rotate the presidency each year among the three largest parties. The
measure passed with a 49-vote majority. As a result of the vote, the PCN will preside over the
Assembly during the first year, ARENA the second year, and if the FMLN boycotts the third year,
the presidency will rotate back to the PCN.
ARENA leader Walter Araujo denied his party was behind the rotation proposal but said the idea
was "a true exercise" in alternating power. In year one, Araujo will be the Assembly's first vice
president. The second vice presidency goes to the FMLN.
FMLN leaders protested that traditionally the party with the most seats was given the presidency
for the customary term of three years in accordance with a protocol signed by the parties. FMLN
Deputy Gerson Martinez asked if the maneuver was democratic. "I am convinced that El Salvador
needs a conservative [party], but a different one, one that is able to work in harmony," he said. "It's a
bad sign." said FMLN Deputy Jorge Shafik Handal. "When we win the presidency of the republic in
2004, will these men accept it or not?"
Cruz Zepeda promised to seek consensus and governability. He criticized the FMLN for
"inflexibility" and said that, if ARENA and FMLN had gotten together behind Shafik Handal, he
would have voted for him. Cruz Zepeda said the ARENA-PCN-PDC bloc would seek reconciliation
and would try to persuade the FMLN to end its "obstructionism."
However, the FMLN refused to take the second vice presidency or its allotted seats on the
Assembly's major committees. This raises the question of how much legislation the Assembly will
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be able to produce. Founders of ARENA are at odds with current party leaders Influential ARENA
leaders also criticized the Assembly maneuver and said it would widen a split already apparent in
the party.
After the electoral losses in March, ARENA set up a special commission to renovate the party and
rebuild support among the electorate. The commission includes President Francisco Flores and
former Presidents Alfredo Cristiani (1989-1994) and Armando Calderon Sol (1994-1999). However,
20 of ARENA's founders held a press conference May 4 to question the direction the commission
was taking the party. Political analyst Hector Dada Hirezi, director of the Facultad Latinoamericana
de Ciencias Sociales (FLACSO) in El Salvador, said the questionable tactics the party had used in
the Assembly would "provoke internal tremors in ARENA much bigger than in the past." [Sources:
Prensa Grafica (El Salvador) 05/02/00; Notimex, 04/28/00, 05/01/00, 05/05/00]
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